Aspects of Japanese immigration to Queensland before 1900 by Armstrong, John Brian.
Aspects of Japanese Immigration to Queensland before 1900
by
*J. Armstrong, B.A., A.Ed.
608
619
11
European .
Japanese .
it became obvious that the Japanese had gained complete. control
of some aspects of the pearling industry such as ship building and
repairing and had a strong position in ownership. of luggers, the
number of divers and in the business and profeSSIOnal sectors of
Thursday Island life. By 1898, the Japanese population on Thurs-
day Island exceeded that of the European. There were over twice
as many adult male Japanese as there were adult male Europeans.
Adults Children Total
Males Females Males Females
247 149 112 100
535 76 2 6
There was also a large uncounted transient population on the
luggers and on the many other islands in the Straits. The con-
tinued influx of Japanese to the area brought forth protests to the
Queensland Government requesting the control of their immigration.
One of the strongest protests emanated from the Japanese com-
munity on Thursday Island which feared that any further increases
in the number of their countrymen would lower wages, create
unemployment, arouse ill-feeling against themselves and br~ng
'obnoxious restrictions upon their race' 12. Such was the feelmg
in the Japanese community, at that time, against more of their
countrymen coming to the islands that when a friend of T. Satow
(a rich and influential Japanese merchant who had had announced
a plan to import 200 Japanese divers) defended his plan at the
Thursday Island Japanese Club he was abused and assaulted by his
fellow Japanese 13. The increased inflow of Japanese did
eventually result in unemployment on Thursday Island which was
solved by the Queensland Government's re-locating the unemployed
Japanese in positions in the sugar industry and bringing in measures
to limit the numbers going to the area.
Japanese immigration to Queensland was not confined to the
Torres Straits area. The greatest number of Japanese went to
the mainland where some worked as cooks, laundrymen, waiters,
prostitutes, professional men or owned small businesses or even
small sugar farms. However, the majority of those going to the
mainland worked as indentured labourers in the sugar fields or as
tradesmen in the sugar mills. Records do not show exactly how
many Japanese were employed in the sugar industry but a safe
estimate is that after 1893 at least two-thirds of the total Japanese
population in Queensland was working in the sugar industry.
Dwindling numbers of Kanakas at a time of great expansion in the
sugar industry created a scarcity of cheap coloured labour. This
forced the sugar planters to seek Japanese as well as other Asiatics
such as Javanese and Chinese to work the fields and clear the
scrub. The Japanese were, however, never able to dominate the
sugar industry as they did the pearling industry. Nevertheless,
their presence was of great concern to many Queenslanders
especially to trade unionists and Labour parliamentarians who
objected to their employment in the sugar mills and their use as
field labourers, supplanting white men and keeping wages low in
the sugar industry.
The first Japanese to be brought to Queensland specifically to
work in the sugar industry arrived in November, 1892. They were
employed at Ripple Creek and Macknade on the Herbert River 14.
Earlier in 1889, a widely circulated report claimed that a large
number of Japanese families were on their way to be employed in
the sugar industry 15. This, however, proved erroneous since
arrangements fell through because of a disagreement between the
According to Japanese legend, Japan's association :v.ith
Queensland dates back to the fifteenth century whe?- an e~pedltIO.n
sailed down the east coast of Australia. Supportmg eVIdence IS
not available to substantiate the legend. It has been suggest~d
that the Queensland coast was visited by Magamasa Yamad3: m
1626 and by Zaniza Gohei in the late eighteenth or early nme-
teenth century 1. Japanese authorities think it very possible that
these later contacts took place - but there is no definite record
of this having happened. After Queensland attained .the status
of a separate colony, the first record~~ Japanese re~ldent was
Sacarnawa Deconeski 2. He was an Itmerant entertamer whose
1882 application for naturalization claimed. that he had r~ach~d
Australia in 1871. In 1875, he had mamed an Australlan m
Melbourne. Later, in 1878, he and his wife moved to Queensland,
settling on a farm near Herberton. Deconeski was an exception,
as few Japanese migrated to Australia despite the interest shown
by Australian employers in Japan as a source of cheap labour.
Various plans such as that of John Rosevear Hodgkins .and Char~es
Vernon Housman to recruit Japanese for the Austrahan colomes
were rejected by the British and the Australian colonial Govern-
ments 3. Nevertheless, the Japanese Government showed a keen
interest in establishing links with Australia as part of its changed
outward-looking diplomatic and commercial policies of the latter
part of the nineteenth century. During the 1880s and later, a
number of agents and commissioners came to Australia to explore
the possibilities of trade with the colonies. As well, a Japanese
proposal to open a shipping route to Australia was discussed.
These contacts culminated in 1884 in the journey of A. Marks,
Japanese Consul in Australia, from his Melbourne headquarters to
Brisbane to discuss with the Queensland Premier, Sir Samuel
Griffith, the prospect of the emigration of Japanese labourers to
Queensland 4. Unofficially, Griffith apparently gave Marks an
encouraging hearing to his enquiries, but officially 5 he was more
circumspect, pointing out that while no legal impediment existed
against the entry of Japanese into the colony, he could not guaran-
tee these circumstances would not change.
Before this official approach, considerable numbers of
Japanese had already come to Queensland. In 1883 Captain Miller
introduced Japanese as divers in the northern pearling fleets 6.
Apparently, the arrangement was mutually satisfactory as shortly
afterwards the Japanese began to 'come down at their own cost' 7.
Contemporary reports generally praised them for their suitability
as divers, their hard-working nature and their tractability. It
is claimed that the sudden interest of the Japanese in Queens-
land after 1883 was created by one of the earliest Japanese arrivals
having had the good fortune to win Adams' Sweep 8. The reports
of his luck and his actual receipt of the prize were said to have
attracted many Japanese to the Torres Strait area. This initial
interest, together with the Japanese hopes of making their fortune
in the pearling industry and the desire of pearling lugger owners
for more labour, combined to bring increasingly larger numbers of
Japanese to the Straits. As their numbers grew, the Japanese
began to 'evince a greater appetite for independent enterprise than
any other of the Asiatic races',9 not only as seamen and divers
but also as artificers, tradesmen and businessmen. By March 1894,
there were 222 Japanese on Thursday Island of whom only twenty-
six were women. The total population was 1409 of whom only
651 were Europeans. John Douglas warned that if measures to
control the flow of Japanese into the area were not taken the
pearling industry would pass very largely into alien hands 10. His
prophecy was proved correct towards the end of the century when
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Japanese Quarters, Thursday Island.
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Queensland employers and the Japanese agents over the terms and
conditions of employment. Before the public was aware that the
report was false, a storm of opposition arose from almost all
quarters except the Queensland Government which made no public
comment whatever on the issue. While it does seem unlikely that
the Colonial Government had had no prior knowledge of the
scheme, there is no evidence to associate them with it or to suggest
that they approved of it. When the Herbert River group arrived
in 1892, their presence passed almost unnoticed. This was pos-
sibly because there were only fifty of them and possibly because
the public had become aware of the great need for labour for the
cane fields. More difficult to understand and explain is the lack
of protest from the labour movement and the newspapers,
especially The Worker. The great success of the first group was
proved by the influx, just over six months later, of 527 more
Japanese bound for the sugar plantations 16. In each successive
year, except for 1895, reasonably large groups arrived until 1900
when Queensland made an agreement with Japan establishing a
quota system. Their coming to Queensland virtually ceased after
the imposition of the 1901 Immigration Restriction Act 17.
Japanese Immigration to Queensland 1892-1900
1892 1893 1894 1895 1896 1987 1898 1899 1900
Not recorded 370 5 627 862 875 189 92
separately 18
Employment conditions for the Japanese in the sugar industry
were very clearly detailed. In some aspects, their working and
living conditions were better than those of the white labourers and
certainly they were superior in all respects to those of the
Kanakas 19. Their dwellings were to be built of hardwood with
iron roofs and flooring two feet off the ground. They were to be
provided with hot baths and two suits of clothing per year. Each
group brought with it an overseer who was responsible for con-
trolling it as well as seeing that the conditions of the contract were
adhered to by the employer. They were paid about £20 per annum
plus keep. The Japanese were known to go on strike if their
working and living conditions did not meet the terms of their
contract. At one mill, they went on strike because hot water was
not always readily available at bath time. Generally, they were
regarded as inferiqr only to the Kanakas as field workers. Never-
theless, despite their tendency to strike and their greater expense,
they were preferred to the Kanakas by the planters because of
their dependability, intelligence, sober habits and skilfulness. There
was the further advantage that many returned to Japan after the
completion of their three or four years' contract. Of 1,126
engaged by Bowden Brothers Company Pty. Ltd. between 1892
and 1896 20 , 463 returned to Japan either at or just before the
end of their contract period. Most of the rest re-engaged as con-
tract labourers for a further three years, only three remained un-
committed to work where, how and for whom they pleased or to
buy or lease sugar farms and settle in the Colony permanently. Only
eight broke their contracts and absconded. Therefore, the Queens-
land Government regarded them as an excellent form of indentured
labour to supplement the diminishing numbers of Kanakas.
Naturally, some planters and Government members desired to con-
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tinue employing them because of their cheapness as compared to
the cost of white labourers. Mostly, however, because they were
the most expensive non-European labour, their employment was
restricted to the larger plantation owners and to the larger mills.
The owners of the small plantations opposed their use in the sugar
industry in any capacity.
The small farm owners were supported in this attitude by the
Labour movement and large sectors of the community, which
extended their fear of and antipathy for the Chinese to the Japanese
as well. These Queenslanders were very fearful of having their
economy and society swamped by the 'yellow flood' which they
believed was likely to inundate them if the flood-gates of immi-
gration were opened to Asiatic immigration of any kind. This
Queensland xenophobia was exacerbated by other factors peculiar
to. the Japanese presence, for not only were the Japanese diligent
but they were also intelligent and skilful tradesmen and business-
men. They had already demonstrated these qualities in their
dominance of the pearling industry. Furthermore their willingness
to work for lower wages threatened the wage structure carefully
and arduously erected by the trade unionists. Citizens who
objected to the Japanese on these grounds tended to bolster their
arguments with charges of immorality and the degradation of
society. Such charges stemmed mostly from the activities of a
comparatively large number of Japanese prostitutes who found
ample opportunity to ply their trade in Queensland towns. In
1897 the Commissioner of Police in a report of the activities of
Japanese women in the Colony listed 116 in places ranging from
Cooktown to Childers. He observed that 'all are living by prosti-
tution with the exception of the wife of the Japanese Consul at
Townsville' 2 I. The Japanese prostitutes in their 'yoshiwarras'
(the largest of which 'Yokohama' was on Thursday Island) were
widely criticised by church leaders and private citizens and especially
by respectable Japanese residents who claimed they were embar-
rassed and disgusted by the activities of their countrywomen 22.
Not all opposed the Japanese prostitutes. John Douglas defended
their presence on Thursday Island on the grounds that they were
clean and honest and were less troublesome than the white women
who had preceded them. However, even he was later forced by
circumstances to oppose their presence and call on the government
to rid his island of their corrupting influence 23. Despite the
efforts of the Queensland and the Japanese Governments who
agreed that the emigration of all women from Japan to Queensland
should stop, the trade continued to grow throughout the decade
with 219 Japanese women being engaged in the 'profession' in
1898. Many of the women who were working as prostitutes
claimed they had been kidnapped or tricked into working in this
'oldest of professions'. On the other hand, quite a few Japanese
women attempted to enter Queensland by dressing as men after a
ban was placed on the immigration of all Japanese women into
the Colony. This unsavoury aspect of Japanese immigration added
moral indignation to the already rampant feelings of racial prejudice,
the widespread fears of economic disruption and the threat of
lower social standards so that the continuance of Japanese immi-
gation became a vital issue in the Colony in the last years of the
nineteenth century.
Other circumstances of Japanese immigration created further
uneasiness within the minds of Queenslanders. It was obvious
from the beginning that the Queensland Government was in
collusion with the large plantation owners and sugar monopolists
in allowing Japanese immigration, as the Government was reluctant
to check it despite pressure for its cessation from much of the
public and the Labour movement. Doubt was cast on the accuracy
of the official figures for Japanese immigration suggesting that
the Government was attempting to mislead the public as to the
actual extent of the influx of Japanese. The Japanese migrant ships
were many times reported to avoid the main ports and to off-load
their human cargoes in quiet side creeks along the coast away from
the customs and immigration officials. Some discrepancies are
evident when the official figures are compared with those from
other sources. Between 1894 and 1898, the Government asserted
I
Boat Slips, Thursday Island.
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that only 2,739 Japanese entered the whole Colony of Queensland.
However, one agent alone, Bowden Brothers and Comp~1l:Y Pty.
Ltd., in a report to the Government, claimed responsl~lhty for
assisting 2,298 to immigrate in those years fo~ the sugar industry.
The most significant annual difference was in 1894 when the
official figures indicate that 370 Japanese immigrated but Bowden
Brothers claimed they had brought in 986 male Japa1l:ese 24. F~r­
ther disquiet and hostility followed reports of deaths in sugar tl?ill
accidents and eye-witness reports of their working in the mills
giving the lie to the Government and mill-owners' assertions that
no Japanese were employed or were to be employed in the mills.
The Nelson Government showed even greater duplicity by
becoming a party to the Anglo-Japanese Treaty of 1894. The
Queensland Government was the only one in Australia to sign this
agreement despite having pledged itself to both the Queensland
public and the other colonies that it would not sign because the
conditions of the treaty allowed the nationals of all signatory
countries equal rights of entry into the lands of other signatories.
This condition produced widespread opposition. The Brisbane
Courier claimed that no Australian government which valued its
position would be foolish enough to adhere to it 25. While the
Queensland Government signed because it was tempted by the
promise of increased trade with the potentially rich Japanese
market, it did so only after it gained from Japan an assurance that
it would be able to control the entry of Japanese labourers and
artisans. The other colonial governments refused to allow these
terms to tempt them to sign. So in signing the Queensland
Government had broken its promise to the other colonial govern-
ments and deserved their opprobrium. The Government's duplicity
was hidden from the Queensland people who remained unaware
until 1899 26 both of the negotiations with Britain and Japan
seeking its modification, and of the actual signing of the Treaty on
16 March, 1897 27. ,
Throughout most of the 1890s, the Queensland Government
exhibited a marked reluctance to legislate for the exclusion of the
Japanese from the colony despite continued pressure from Labour
parliamentarians, trade unionists and increasingly from large num-
bers of the general public. The Government did attempt to control
the flow of Japanese into the colony by negotiating agreements
with the Japanese Government rather than by legislating to exclude
them. Possibly it had learnt from New South Wales's experience
of having such exclusionist legislation refused royal assent and
realised that diplomacy was the method most likely to succeed. It
is more probable that it was attracted by the promise of a con-
tinuing supply of cheap labour and, encouraged by the belief that
Japanese markets would eventually solve Queensland's trouble-
some and ubiquitous trade deficit, wished to avoid offending the
Japanese. Signing the treaty would ensure both advantages. while
the concessions granted by the Japanese Government concermng the
control of labourers and artisans would allow the Queensland
Government to avoid the development of a large Japanese com-
munity in the colony.
Initially in the 1890s, the Queensland Government was con-
tent to allow the Japanese Government to attempt to control
emigration to Queensland by its imposition in Japan of strict
regulations designed to reduce the numbers of Japanese who were
eligible to go to Queensland. These provisions seemed to have
succeeded for in 1895 the number of Japanese immigrants fell
dramatically to five. However, it soon became evident that Japan's
involvement with the 1894-5 war with China had caused the
sudden reduction in numbers and not the Japanese Government's
new regulations. After Japan won the war, the British Govern-
ment's warning that the Japanese would use its enlarged shipping
capacity to open new shipping lines to Pacific countries to trans-
port increasing numbers of unskilled and unwanted men and
women was proved correct. In 1896, the Nippon Yusen Kaisha
shipping line commenced operations between Tokyo and Australia.
Immediately, Japanese immigration to Queensland increased
dramatically as a small section of a Pacific-wide pattern. Large
numbers of Japanese emigrated to lands throughout the Pacific
area from Hawaii to Borneo, from Australia to Brazil. Hawaii
Japanese Divers.
attracted most with 20000 going there in 1896 alone 28. Queens-
land's share was compa;atively meagre as the Colony was co.n~idered
by Japanese authorities to have some of t~e worst condItions of
all the areas in which Japanese were setthng. Nevertheless the
Japanese Government considered the emigration t~ Queensland
important enough to establish a consulate not at Bnsbane but at
Townsville in the heart of the northern areas most favoured by
Japanese immigrants and to propose plans to establish a further
consulate at Thursday Island. These later arrangements were
cancelled after the imposition of the Commonwealth Immigration
Restriction Act.
After 1895, Queensland was very conscious of increasing
Japanese immigration. Similarly, Queenslanders were very aware
of and very sensitive to the experiences of Hawaii. Members of
parliament and other visitors to Hawaii reported that the Japanese
population there had risen to 24,000 out of a total population of
100,000 29. Allegedly, Japan was attempting to take over Hawaii,
especially as the Japanese Government aggressively supported its
nationals living in Hawaii. Archibald Archer told the Queensland
parliament, in 1895, of a Japanese man-of-war he had seen in
Honolulu harbour, 'very likely one of those which took part in the
war - to support the Japanese resident there' 30. The Queens-
land people became uneasily aware of the strong naval power
which had emerged to their north and that the increasingly large
numbers of Japanese coming to northern Queensland were
reportedly over-running Thursday Island. Parallels between the
situation in Queensland and that of Hawaii were frequently drawn.
T. J. Byrne, the Attorney-General, returned from a visit to Hawaii
pledging the Government to take measures to avoid the dangers
that a large Japanese community was allegedly creating in that
country. Queensland's uneasiness turned to alarm in 1897 when
the Japanese Government, offended by the Hawaiian Government's
refusal to allow some boat-loads of Japanese immigrants to land,
sent gun-boats to attempt to enforce their entry. Partly to fore-
stall the Japanese, the United States of America annexed Hawaii
whereupon the Japanese Government sent a message to the U.S.
Government couched in terms that were considered threatening.
The people of Queensland followed the course of these events with
great concern. An editorial in the Mackay Mercury expressed their
alarm:
If the representatives and diplomats of a nation of 70
million think it is worth their while to parley with Japan,
what chance has Queensland with her half million men,
women and children to bluff the rising power of the East
. . . . Japan occupies an important position among the
nations of the world. She has probably the third or fourth
strongest fleet in the world 31 •
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The Queensland Government, after the crisis in Hawaii, openly
opposed the policy of preventing the possibility of a large Japane~e
community developing in the colony. However, though 1t
threatened to pass exclusionist legislation 32, it preferred to con-
tinue its efforts to control the number of Japanese immigrants
by negotiation and agreement with the Japanese Government.. ~n
increasingly harder line was adopted towards the Japanese W1thin
the Colony and the Queensland Government was no longer prepared
to leave the regulating of the flow of Japanese into Queensland to
the Japanese Government. It therefore evolved a number of
administrative restrictions to limit the number and type of Japanese
allowed entry into Queensland. These included a demand that all
Japanese must have passports and a refusal to grant pearling
licences to non-Australians. At the same time, the right of
Japanese to naturalization was rescinded. These attempts met
with varying success but for the remainder of the century, the
Queensland Government showed greater determination in
negotiating with the Japanese to ensure that the numbers of
Japanese within the colony should not rise to what could be
dangerous proportions. This stronger attitude by the Queensland
Government caused relations with Japan to be very strained at
times, but despite veiled and sometimes open threats of possible
reprisals from the Japanese Government, Queensland pursued its
course of seeking a diplomatic solution rather than adopting the
exclusionist attitude of the other colonies. Though the numbers
of Japanese in the colony increased in 1897 and rose to a peak of
3,247 in 1898, no major influx followed and the Queensland
Government prevented future waves by arranging with Japan in
1900 that the number of Japanese would not exceed the 1898
figure 33. In the final two years of the century, the numbers of
Japanese coming to Queensland dropped markedly. Apparently,
the Queensland Government had eventually been successful in
developing a satisfactory alternative to total exclusion for control-
ling non-European migrants. As the quota system operated for
only two years, it is difficult to be too sanguine about its success.
On the debit side, Queensland lost its favoured position in trade
with Japan and had not solved its internal problems with the
Japanese migrants nor its conflict with the Japanese Government
over what amounted to the Queensland Government's racist,
discriminatory treatment of the Japanese already working in the
colony.
Relations with Japan had heen strained ever since Queensland
itself had begun attempting to control Japanese immigration. The
passing of legislation restricting the freedom of Japanese nationals
living in the colony led to even greater tensions. The Japanese
Government resented the tendency of all Australian governments
to classify Japanese with the Chinese and other Asiatics regarded
by the Japanese as inferior. It therefore bitterly opposed the
enactment of legislation, ostensibly referring to all non-Europeans,
but actually designed to keep its subjects from working in sugar
mills, breaking their hold over the pearling industry, interfering
with their employment and use of Aborigines, and preventing them
from buying sugar farms. The Japanese people and its press were
even more incensed than their Government at these measures. One
Japanese national newspaper, in comparing the circumstances of
Japanese subjects in Queensland with those of the British and
other Uitlanders in the Transvaal discussed the question of the
'persecution of the Japanese at Thursday Island' 34. It stated
further that
If we grant that there are reasons why England should
go to war with Transvaal, there are proper reasons why
Japan should go to war with Queensland 35.
Therefore, the Queensland Government became very wary in its
relations with Japan. Still, it continued to pass provocative
legislation that disadvantaged the Japanese subjects within its
borders, even after Federation. Queensland's continuing conflict
with the Japanese Government coloured Australian attitudes
towards Japan and the Japanese. The experiences of Queensland
seem to have influenced Federal politicians, especially those from
Pearl Shelling.
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other States that had excluded Japanese immigrants and had
avoided Queensland's dilemma, to adopt a hard line towards Japan
and Japanese immigration once Federation was achieved.
In retrospect, it appears most unlikely that Japan had
aggressive designs on Queensland at that time or that Queensland
was in danger of being inundated by a 'yellow flood' from that
country. In fact, Queensland was not greatly favoured by the
Japanese as a suitable place for settlement. Succeeding Japanese
commissioners, sent out to investigate conditions of Japanese
resident there, reported unfavourably on the Colony as a place for
Japanese emigrants. Much of the Japanese Government's desire
for its nationals to settle in Australia can be traced to its desire
for contacts with the rest of the world both economic and diplo-
matic. Its sometimes aggressive attitude to the Queensland
Government's actions stemmed from its great interest in the welfare
of its nationals overseas and the reluctance of the western nations
to accept Japan as an equal.
At its peak, the number of Japanese in the Colony did not
exceed 3,000 and never exceeded 0.66% of the total population
of Queensland. In the same year as the peak 3,247 Japanese in
the community, there were 9,989 Chinese (2.00%) 36 and 8,599
Kanakas (1.72 % ) 37. Similarly at the height of the outcry against
the 'flood' of Japanese coming into the colony only 875 38 actually
arrived and this was balanced to some extent by 258 departures.
In contrast, the Chinese in the Colony increased by over 2,000.
Although the increasing number of Chinese was certainly not
ignored, for their continual immigration in conjunction with that
of other non-Europeans always caused deep concern, the problem
of the smaller number of Japanese became the dominant issue of
coloured immigration in Queensland in the late nineteenth century.
The reasons for this importance extended beyond the usual reasons
for concern with Asiatic immigration. The Brisbane Courier best
summed up the basis of the vital concern, created by the presence
?f this comparatively small group of Japanese concentrated mainly
In the northern regions of the Colony, when it stated:
It was no unserious matter for Australia when Japan
disclosed previously unexpected fighting power and
ambition for conquest. We had to acknowledge danger
where it had been imagined no danger existed 39.
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